Earning First 
the Hard Way 



By Michael McGrory 



Kendra Cullum has always known what 
it takes to win. 

The departing senior for Houston Soft- 
ball has always wanted to be a coach and 
traces that directly to her family which is 
full of coaches, including both her parents 
and brother. 

"I can tell you the exact moment I knew 
I was going to become a coach," Cullum 
says. "My dad was coaching at Lufkin High 
School and won the state championship at 
the Astrodome in 2001. When I saw the 
emotion outpouring from him, I was dead 
set on coaching for the rest of my life. 

"I want to see the kids succeed and 
knowing how much it means to be a coach. " 

Which is why Cullum is proud of her 
NCAA career ranking in one particular sta- 
tistical category as the ultimate reflection 
of selling out for the team in the name of 
winning - she holds the dubious distinction 
of taking the second-most hit by pitches in 




to do anything to help the team win. It's a 
good thing I've accumulated extra protective 
gear along the way." 

Earning first the hard way started for 
Cullum during the 2012 season, her first 
year with UH after transferring from Kan- 
sas following her freshman season. Late in 
that year, a parade of inside pitches found 




"I pulled my bunt back and the ball 
hit right behind my elbow - and what 
made it hurt even more was the 
umpires thought it hit my bat. 
Getting hit by a ball 70 mph and 
not taking first just isn't fair." 



softball history with 88 "beanballs." 

"We all just laugh about it at this point," 
she says. "I wish I had a secret to (getting hit 
by a pitch) but I don't. 

"You just have be willing and not afraid 



their way to Cullum including four hit by 
pitches in an NCAA Regional game to set 
the school single-season, game and Con- 
ference USA record in the process. 

(A potential NCAA record, too, but that 



statistic is not tracked.) 

The next year, Cullum led the nation 
by being hit 38 times - the third most in a 
single season in NCAA history. In addition, 
Cullum scored 56 runs and reached base at 
a .491 percentage to set two more school 
records during the 2013 campaign. 

Her most devastating hit by pitch (well, 
sort of) came against 2013 NCAA Player of 
the Year Keilani Ricketts at Oklahoma. 

"I pulled my bunt back and the ball hit 
right behind my elbow - and what made it 
hurt even more was the umpires thought 
it hit my bat," Cullum recalls. "Getting hit 
by a ball 70 mph and not taking first just 
isn't fair." 

Cullum did go two-for-four against Rick- 
etts and considered the exchange more than 
even, but still wishes she could have that 
one back. 

This year as a senior, Cullum was hit by a 
pitch 23 times. She now ranks No. 1,2 and 
3 in school history in career beanings ~ and 
time spent in the training room. 

Remarkably, she's hardly missed any play- 
ing time, starting 163 of 171 games during 
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her three year career at Houston. 

The Conroe, Texas, native has drawn 
comparisons to her favorite childhood ma- 
jor league baseball player through her hit 
by pitch records and guts to play nearly ev- 
ery day - Craig Biggio of the Houston As- 
tros. Biggio, too, ranks No. 2 in MLB history 
in hit by pitches (No. 1 during the modern 
era), and just like Biggio, Cullum never let 
her temper flare after listening to some chin 
music. 

"If a pitcher is throwing at me to try to 
make me angry, I've already done my job 
and will accept first," says the pitcher's pest. 

"Last season, and at the end of 2012, 
that was really something I was focusing 
on, but I've done things a little differently 
this year to help us win. (The record for be- 
ing hit by a pitch) obviously is not a record 
anyone sets out to break - anyone that's 
not crazy at least - but it's been really fun 
and cool to have this run and help get this 
program to where we want it to be." 

Houston Softball actually thought 
the season was done when the Cougars 
dropped to fourth in the American Athletic 
Conference despite opening the confer- 
ence schedule with 11 straight wins. The 
2014 campaign also included the program's 
highest-ranked win over No. 4/5 Michigan 



and defeats of Baylor, Texas and Texas A&M 
in the same year for the second time ever. 

"I had thrown out my cleats," Cullum 
says. "It was so surreal, we all had shared 
our moment to say good bye to each other 
and cried our eyes out after the last game. " 

But bolstered by a strong schedule that 
included wins over seven eventual postsea- 
son teams, Houston received an at-large 
invitation to make its fourth straight NCAA 
appearance. (The Cougars earned one win 
in the Waco Regional but were eventually 
eliminated.) 

Kendra's parents, Stormy and Rick Cul- 
lum, both put their coaching career on hold 
for her and her brother Derek's sports ex- 
ploits as they rose through the high school 
years. Kendra was a three-sport star for 
Conroe High School playing basketball, vol- 
leyball and softball. 

"My parents did everything in their 
power to see us succeed and to be there 
for us in person. Seeing the joy and the pas- 
sion they have in life and for me in sports, 
it's why I've always wanted to coach." 

If that career can be as successful as 
her playing time as a Cougar, some team 
will have an outstanding coach - one that 
knows nothing comes without a few bumps 
and bruises along the way. ■ 
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By Michael McGrory 



beneath the 



SHASTA HEAD 

An interview with student-athlete/mascot Bryan Brown 



M 



any Cougar student-athletes can 
claim that they love their Univer- 
sity but only one of them wears a 
Cougar suit - literally. 

Bryan Brown is a senior pole 
vaulter on the University of Houston track- 
and-field squad, who doubles as Shasta, the 
UH mascot. His love for the University is what 
prompted him to give "mascotting" a shot and 
the senior from Kingwood, Texas, has been pull- 
ing triple duty as a student, student-athlete and 
mascot ever since. 

"I started the day after the 2009 Texas Tech 
football game," Brown says. "I had never tried 
to be a mascot before that, but I was so excited 
for the Cougars after that win that when I heard 
they needed someone to wear the costume, I 
figured I'd give it a shot. 

"I'm always out there cheering on my friends 
and fellow student-athletes at games anyway, 
so I thought it might be fun." 

Brown continued in his new role as Shasta 
for the remainder of the 2009-10 year and re- 
cently completed his second football season as 
the Cougar mascot. 

As a student-athlete, Brown is an accom- 
plished pole vaulter, twice qualifying for the 
NCAA Outdoor Regional Championships and 
winning the Conference USA title in 2009. 
This year Brown is redshirting during both 



indoor and outdoor seasons while he com- 
petes unattached. He will be back next year, 
however, as a champion pole vaulter, and, of 
couse, as Shasta. 

As if this Cougar fanatic needed additional 
motivation to continue in his extra duty as a 
mascot, Brown recently received some encour- 
aging words from Houston quarterback Case 
Keenum supporting his return next year. 

"Right after I received the news that I was 
awarded my sixth-year of eligibility, I saw Bryan 
walking in the halls," Keenum says. "I told him 
I was coming back and he better be back as 
Shasta, too. We need him out there." 

Keenum's words of encouragement are 
not the only reason Brown will be redshirting 
to maintain another year 
of eligibility, though. He 
is majoring in organiza- 
tional leadership and is on 
schedule to graduate next 
December. Brown plans 
to get a lot of class work 
out of the way this year, 
as he will be applying for 
graduate school following 
graduation. 

"I discussed it with my coach, Kyle Tellez, 
and we agreed that an extra year of training 
and conditioning would be beneficial towards 




further goals for me," Brown explains. "It (red- 
shirting) will help me out in a lot of ways. 

/"And also, when Case tells 
you he wants you back, you 
have to give it a go." 
Brown can't say which 
gives him more satisfaction 
and pleasure - clearing the 
bar in competition or leading 
the Cougars out onto the field 
- but he definitely has favorite 
memories of both. 

"My favorite track and field 
moment was when I won the C- 
USA Championship in Tulsa," he 
says. "I qualified for the NCAA Regionals with 
my vault which was very ecstatic in itself. 

"I didn't think I was going to win the title. 
The last vaulter was unable to register a height, 
but I didn't even realize it at first that meant I 
won the conference title. 

"Not only was it special because I won, but it 
was really great because I was able to enjoy that 
moment with my family. " 

Brown's mother, father and step-mother 
are all huge supporters and fans of his athletic 
achievements. Through his high school and col- 
lege careers, Brown's mother has only missed 
three of his meets. 

As for his favorite mascot memory, Brown 
recalls the 2009 C-USA Championship Game 
at East Carolina when he led the team onto the 
field. 

"We obviously hoped for a different out- 
come in the game," Brown says, "but run- 
ning onto the field and having that many 
fans screaming and booing at us, it was 
something else. 

"It was such a close and exciting game that 
I wish my favorite memory would have been 
postgame, but the pregame excitement still 
gives me goose bumps. 

"Hopefully I'll supplant that memory with a 
game this year as we hoist up that (champion- 
ship) trophy. I want to get my paws all over it." 

As a student-athlete and mascot, Brown has 
seen the Cougar world through a unique and 
interesting view. He plans to pursue a career in 
college athletics as well, one day earning a mas- 
ters degree in Sports Administration with hopes 



"I'm always out there cheering 
on my friends and fellow 
student-athletes at games 
anyway so I thought it might 
be fun. " 



of working in college athletics after that. 

Preferably right here at the University of 
Houston, the school he loves so much. 
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Pakhalina remains 
active in Houston with 
family and Cougar 
Diving Club 

By Michael McGrory 
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hhuna 



A decade ago, Yulia Pakhalina graced the pool of 
the Campus Recreation and Wellness Center as a 
Cougar diver, capturing five NCAA titles in between 
an Olympic career that saw her win five medals. 



These days Pakhalina stays 
dry when she heads to 
the Rec, serving as a 
coach for the Cougar 
Diving Club - and tends 
to deal with more splashes at 
home raising her two-year old 
daughter. 

Pakhalina currently lives in 
Sugar Land, Texas with her hus- 
band Anwar and daughter Sufia. 
Both big Houston fans, the family 
lives and bleeds Cougar red. 



"Anwar is crazy about foot- 
ball and loves all UH sports," 
Pakhalina says. "He tortures me 
when we lose and goes crazy 
when we win. We're still big fans 
and try to make as many games 
as possible." 

Life has slowed down for the 
family while speeding up simulta- 
neously with raising a child. The 
2012 London games passed last 
year, and despite current urg- 
ing from UH diving coach Jane 



Figueiredo, who also serves as 
Pakhalina's Olympic coach, she 
passed on the comeback. 

"I'm... ok with retirement," 
Pakhalina says with a pause. "I 
wanted to compete at London 
for my last chance but I can't step 
out of my comfort zone like that 
anymore and my daughter and 
family come first now. There's 
too much sacrifice to medal, and 
at this point there are many other 
things worth more to me. 

"I know I could come back 
and compete, but at what cost? 
I don't think I'd medal and I only 
want to win it all - you have to 
be that way when it comes to the 
sacrifice you need to make." 

Along with Figueiredo, 2000 
Gold Medal Olympic partner Vera 
llyina and former Houston div- 



ers Anastasia Pozdniakova and 
Lacey Truelove, Pakhalina helps 
coach the Cougar Diving Club 
- one of the top diving clubs in 
the country. She also will drop by 
the UH practice to talk with cur- 
rent divers Julia Lonnegren, Nata- 
sha Burgess and Danielle Shedd, 
although she mainly acts as a 
friend and mentor while leaving 
the coaching to Figueiredo. 

"I try to stay connected with 
diving, UH, the facility, the UH 
diving family and I just like to 
observe diving whenever I can," 
she says. "Diving is just like the 
air I breathe. I miss it but being 
a coach helps. I think I can give 
some of my knowledge to young 
athletes and they seem to like and 
respect my tough approach." 

Coming to Houston from Pen- 
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2009 World Champion 

2008 Beijing Olympics Sliver Medalist 
(3-meter synchronized diving, 3-meter) 

2004 Athens Olympic Silver Medalist 
(3-meter synchronized diving) 

2004 Athens Olympic Bronze Medalist (3-meter) 

2003 NCAA Diver of the Year 

2003 NCAA 1 and 3-Meter Diving 
National Champion 

2002 NCAA 3-Meter Diving National Champion 

2001 NCAA Diver of the Year 

2001 NCAA 1 and 3-Meter Diving 
National Champion 

2002 European Championships Silver Medalist 

2002 European Championships Gold Medalist 

2001 FINA World Championships Silver Medalist 

2000 Sydney Olympic Gold Medalist 



za (Russia), Pakhalina was fresh 
off a gold medal at the 2000 
Sydney Olympic Games and was 
searching for a place to fuel her 
drive for diving. The rigorous 
training and lifestyle back home 
in Russia was taking its toll on 
the young athlete after capturing 
gold in her first Olympic Games, 
but she found the place, and per- 
son, to help her in Figueiredo. 



becoming a diver. I would love 
for her to be active in sports be- 
cause it teaches such important 
lessons in life, but I just want her 
to be successful. 

"UH gave me a lot - I prob- 
ably would have never been able 
to sustain without Jane. It gave 
me the ability and I saw that 
there was something after div- 
ing life. It gave me my friends, 



"I try to stay connected with diving, UH, the facility, 
the UH diving family and I just like to observe diving 
whenever I can." 



"Jane was the reason I came 
to Houston," Pakhalina states. 
"She was, and is, my family- just 
such an unbelievable person. 

"She gives so much energy to 
all of us and I soak it all up when- 
ever I'm around her. I used that 
energy to get ready for the rest 
of my career and have her and 
Houston to thank for that." 

While Pakhalina proudly 
claims Sufia is a future Cougar, 
diving isn't a path she will push. 

"There is lots of opportunity 
for my daughter here in America 
and I don't want to drive her to 



my husband, who I met on cam- 
pus, and my daughter, a future 
Cougar." 

During her time with the 
Cougars, she in turn gave Hous- 
ton a lot of accolades, including 
capturing five NCAA champion- 
ships, and losing only twice in 
66 events -both coming at the 
NCAA Championships. 

It is now rewarding for both 
Pakhalina and the university 
that arguably the greatest fe- 
male Cougar athlete of all time 
remains on the scene at the UH 
campus in many ways. 
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Twins Diedre and Haley Outon Form 
Potent Pitcher-Catcher Duo 

TWIN 
Battery Mates 



By Michael McGrory 

Since arriving on campus 
three seasons ago, 
juniors Diedre and Haley 
Outon have been a big part of 
Houston Softball's 
success. 



The recently completed 2013 season 
saw the Cougars finish with an excellent 
41-20 record and make their third consecu- 
tive NCAA Regional appearance, a first in 
program history. Heading into their senior 
seasons in 2014, the pair have a chance to 
become to the only players in school history 
to play in postseason action every single sea- 
son. 

"Those two kids have been a big rea- 
son for our success," Head Coach Kyla Ho- 
las says, "not just what they're doing on 



the field, but the work they put in at the 
classroom, the conditioning, the teammate 
bonding and everything else." 

Haley was named the Conference USA 
Player of the Year this spring, headlining a 
slew of accolades that came her way includ- 
ing Cougar Female Athlete of the Year, Team 
Academic MVP, first team all-conference 
and second team all-region. She led C-USA 
in home runs (16) and RBI (62), and became 
just the sixth player in NCAA history to hit 
two grand slams in the same game. 

Diedre finished the year with a 13-8 re- 
cord and 2.76 ERA while batting .31 3 to help 
her own cause when possible. She earned 
C-USA Pitcher of the Week honors in late 
April after going 2-0 with a save during one 
stretch of action. Included in that week was 
a win at No. 16/19 Baylor and a career-high 
nine strikeout performance at Memphis. 

The Player of the Week accolades contin- 
ued a streak of three for the Outons as Haley 
earned two consecutive honors the two pre- 
vious weeks (April 1 5 and 22). 

"While the accolades are great ~ and I 
couldn't do that without my teammates -- 
our goal has been to get to the Women's 
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College World Series," Haley points out. 

The program has without question raised 
the bar in 2013 by making it to the postsea- 
son five of seven years. 

"We've had a few sets of twins come 
through our program but never a pitcher 
and catcher," Holas says. "That's a really 
unique relationship between those two posi- 
tions, and it really helps that they know each 
other so well. 

"They're able to work through things 
on the field and then at home they can talk 
things over, too." 

In fact, being a twin is not uncommon 
within the current Cougar program - fresh- 
man centerfielder Katie St. Pierre has a twin 
brother (Kyle) playing at LSU-Eunice, and 
current assistant coach Jessica Shimek (for- 
merly Valis) played shortstop at UH while her 
twin sister Haley played second base from 
2006-09. 

"As much as they (Diedre and Haley) 
have improved as players over the past three 
years, watching their relationship as sisters 
strengthen has been the most rewarding," 
Holas says. 

No one is saying that the duo possess 
telepathic powers, but they don't need to 
talk everything out to know when some- 
thing is bothering the other. 

"Diedre will let go of a pitch for a ball 
and I can tell why it worked so well or why 
it didn't," Haley says. "Then when I'm at bat 
and I pop up, she'll be the first to come over 
to me and tell me what I was doing wrong 
with my swing. 

"We just know each other so well." 

Diedre concurs. 

"Haley knows what I want to throw 
and our coaches know that I trust her out 
there, so that's a great situation for me," she 
states. "She trusts me and we feed off each 
other out there together. " 

With numerous offers and interest from 
collegiate programs all over the country 
after outstanding high school careers, the 
Outons contemplated heading their sepa- 
rate ways but the pair proved inseparable 
in the end. 




year battle with leukemia. Michelle passed 
away on April 6, 2010 and this season the 
two played on the three-year anniversary of 
that sad occasion. 

"She's always there, watching over us," 
Diedre says of their mother. "I think she has 
the best seat in the house. 



"As much as they (Diedre and Haley) have improved as 
players over the past three years, watching their relationship 
as sisters strengthen has been the most rewarding, " 



They freely admit they haven't always 
gotten along this well, but living together 
with just the two of them away from home 
has brought them closer then ever before. 

The city of Houston became a familiar 
place to the Outons before they attended 
UH as they had became frequent visitors to 
the area due to their mother Michelle's six- 



" Playing for her, and remembering her 
motto 'Fearless' with our teammates and 
family (father Glenn, sister Mandy) watching 
was really special this year." 

It was Michelle who was so pivotal in her 
daughters' softball development. Diedre's 
fastball continued to gain velocity and soon 
enough, it was coming too fast for Michelle 



to handle. When she suffered a broken 
nose, in stepped Haley in a necessitated po- 
sition move that has yielded great success. 

"Having someone know exactly what I'm 
going through, a sister and a friend there ev- 
ery single day that I can rely on, that's what 
has helped us move past it (Michelle's pass- 
ing)," Diedre says. 

It doesn't hurt Diedre's knowing that 
Haley's arm was so respected teams only at- 
tempted 25 steals while throwing four pick- 
offs. 

"It's nice knowing that Haley has a can- 
non back there. And she does a great job at 
picking runners off at first especially after I 
throw a walk," Diedre says. 

"She's my sister, I'm always going to pick 
her up." Haley adds. 

Together the Cougar twosome are also 
picking up UH Softball to the point where a 
postseason bid has become more expected 
that surprising. The 2013 campaign ended 
at the NCAA Regional level - but they can't 
wait until next year! ■ 
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Into Houston History 




By Michael McGrory 



It's been a busy year for Chris 
Carter. In May, he was named 
the Male Cougar Athlete of the 
Year, beating out his best friend 
from his hometown of Hearne, 
Texas - standout wide receiver 
Patrick Edwards. 

"It was great that he and I 
were up for the same award," 
Carter says. "We've known each 
other our whole lives and have 
always been competing and sup- 
porting each other. It just seems 
fitting that we'd be battling it out 
at our last school together - and 
it's even better because I won." 

The award for the best male 
athlete was but one of many for 
the senior who enjoyed a highly 
celebratory year, winning four 
Conference USA titles, being 
named an Indoor and Outdoor 
Ail-American in the triple jump. 
Being named Indoor Ail-Amer- 
ican is Carter's favorite athletic 
memory so far. 

" It was the day after my birth- 
day so I was just planning on cel- 
ebrating that day at the competi- 
tion by going hard," he recalls. 
"I was able to set a PR (personal 
record) by over a foot. I could 
feel it in my jump as soon as I 
took off. " 

Carter placed fourth in the 
nation with the leap and joined 
the ranks of Cougar greats such 
as Carl Lewis, Frank Rutherford 
and head coach Leroy Burrell who 
have earned All-America status. 

"I was so happy for him," 



Burrell says. "It's great to see a 
guy like Chris, who is so bright 
and just such a good person, 
to succeed and join the storied 
ranks of our program." 

Winding up in the annals of 
Houston history as one of the 
great track and field student- 
athletes isn't what Carter had 
planned growing up. Jumping 
wasn't in his mind when his cous- 
in, who was impressed by his abil- 
ity, told him to join him out on the 
tracks in the summer time. 

"I was thinking, tracks? You 
mean the railroad tracks?" Cart- 
er now says. 

Until high school, Carter was 
a football player and played cor- 
nerback (always opposite Ed- 
wards in practice). It wasn't un- 
til an injury caused him to start 
dedicating himself to track full 
time. After missing the football 
season, Carter gave triple jump 
his first dedicated effort and 
had impressive results, earning 
a state championship, and the 
letters he was receiving were all 
from track and field coaches re- 
cruiting him. 

"I chose Houston because 
of the great jumping tradition" 
Carter states. "I had heard of the 
other athletes who trained there 
and I knew the coaches had a lot 
of jumping experience. I figured 
I wouldn't have a choice but to 
get better there." 

Burrell says that Carter is a 
true student of the sport now, 



almost to his detriment. 

In fact, he interrupted the in- 
terview for this story when leg- 
endary Houston coach Tom Tellez 
dropped by. Carter, true to his 
coach's words, was quick to get 
the video camera out and show 
his recent meet footage to Tellez. 

"I've seen a lot of great ath- 
letes in the world," Tellez says. 
"Chris is just as special as any of 
them." 

As Carter has spent time at 
the University of Houston, his 
appreciation for the sport has 
only grown. 

"I didn't know the experi- 
ence would quite be like this," 
he notes. "Carl Lewis gave me 
some of the best advice I've ever 
been given when it comes to 
jumping. Coach Tellez has seen 
the best in the world and always 
is there to talk with. And Coach 
Burrell has been to the highest 
level and knows how to mentor 
and train me. 

"It's been unbelievable what 
I've been able to accomplish 
through them." 

Carter has the respect from 
Houston coaches, his fellow 



student-athletes who voted him 
Male Cougar of the Year, and 
his teammates who selected him 
team captain. 

Yet modesty accompanies 
confidence with Carter. He was 
more thrilled to go to the NCAA 
Championships with fellow jump- 
ers Lamar Delaney and Jonathan 
Williams than qualifying for two 
individual events himself. The trio 
of seniors have been an integral 



part of the Cougars' dominance in 
C-USA, winning seven of the pos- 
sible eight team championships 
since they enrolled together. 
The modesty also comes to 



light when Carter is told that 
actual cougars (the four-legged 
variety) can cover around his per- 
sonal best in the long jump. He 
defers to nature saying a real cou- 
gar could probably out long jump 
him - and that he'd never want 
to find out. 

Triple jump is a tossup though. 
The cougar would probably fault 
says Carter confidently. 

Carter will be graduating this 



fall with his sports administration 
degree. He will keep working to- 
wards his dream of competing on 
the Olympic and professional level 
in track and field. 



He plans to do his training 
here at the Alumni/Athletic Cen- 
ter and will be glad to be anoth- 
er former-Cougar who helps out 
with the next potential star in- 
side the Houston track and field 
program. 

"We must uphold the tradition 
of our Houston track and field 
and the cougar 'Jump Crew'," he 
says proudly. 

Carter has certainly added to 



that legacy after a long road - a 
leap of faith and just some flat 
out long leaps have enabled this 
jumper to secure his place in 
Houston history. ■ 



CARTER CAREER HIGHLIGHTS 

NCAA Ail-American, Indoor & Outdoor 

Triple Jump - 201 1 
C-USA Indoor Champion, Triple Jump - 2008, 2010, 

2011 

C-USA Outdoor Champion, Triple Jump - 2009, 201 0, 
2011 

C-USA Indoor Champion, Long Jump - 201 1 
C-USA Outdoor Champion, Long Jump - 201 1 
Male Cougar Athlete of the Year - 201 1 
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Making Time for You. 
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